(University College, London)
Mr President and Members of the Section of the History of Medicine, I thank you for the honour you have done me in inviting me to deliver this tribute to our founder Sir William Osler, the physician of two continents, my beloved Regius Professor of Medicine.
Fifty years ago the History of Medicine Section of the Royal Society of Medicine was founded on November 20, 1912, and Osler was elected the first President, for it was his quickening and magnetic influence that brought it into existence.
The audience assembled here today shows that the Section has fulfilled Osler's hope that it would form a meeting-ground for scholars, students of the subject, and all who felt that the study of the history of medicine had a value in education.
Before speaking of the main theme, 'Osler the Medical Historian', let me outline the career of this distinguished physician.
OSLER S CAREER
The Canadian Period William Osler, the youngest and sixth son in a family of nine, was born on July 12, 1849, at Bond Head, Tecumseth County, Canada. He came of Cornish stock. His father, the Reverend Featherstone Lake Osler, married Ellen Free Picton in 1837, and they went to Canada from Falmouth in the same year. Mrs Osler died in 1907 in her 101st year. Osler was educated at Trinity College School at Weston and Trinity College, Toronto. In 1868 he began the study of medicine at the University of Toronto. Two years later he migrated to McGill University, Montreal, where he completed his medical studies and graduated MD in 1872. He next spent two years in postgraduate study in England and on the continent of Europe. Working at University College, London, under Professor J Burdon Sanderson, he described the form and movement of the blood platelets in the circulating blood, an important contribution to himatology; and later (1882) emphasized their importance in thrombosis. He also obtained the LRCP, then a separate qualification. In 1874, at 25 years of age, he became professor of the Institutes of Medicine at McGill University, lectured on physiology and pathology and was actively engaged in biological research. Sphyranura osleri, Fig 1 Sir William Osler a trematode worm found in the gills of a newt, and Filaria osleri (now Oslerus osleri) remain as evidences of his discoveries in zoology. In 1878 he was elected physician to the Montreal General Hospital and took the MRcP London. Here he entered on his vocation as a clinical teacher.
The United States Period
The second period of his life came in 1884 when he accepted the Chair of Clinical Medicine in the University of Pennsylvania (Philadelphia); and this year ended his investigations in the fields of physiology and zoology as a pure scientist. As W T Councilman said: 'He could easily have become a great scientist, but he chose the path which led to the formation of the great clinician which he became; a worthy associate of the great men who have made English medicine famous' (Johns Hopk. Hosp. Bull. 1919, 30, 193) .
In 1884 also Osler was elected FRCP; and in 1885 delivered the Goulstonian Lectures to the College on malignant endocarditis, the first comprehensive account of the disease in English. At Philadelphia his reputation increased as physician and teacher; he studied malaria, wrote on the cerebral palsies of children, and contributed numerous articles to textbooks and medical journals. The Quaker city would fain have kept Osler, but in 1888 he felt he must accept the invitation to -the Chair of Medicine in the new Johns Hopkins University, Baltimore. He devoted special attention as physician-in-chief to the Johns Hopkins Hospital. From his extensive experience in Europe he welded together the best features of British teaching and of the German clinics. He transformed medical instruction in North America by introducing the individual bedside teaching of students, who as clinical clerks had free access to the wards and patients in a clinic under a director with highly trained assistants and laboratory equipment. Osler indeed desired no other epitaph than that 'he taught medical students in the wards'. In this pioneer work he collaborated with Dr W H Welch, the Professor of Pathology. When Dr Welch honoured me with a visit in Whitehall in 1920 he spoke with feeling of those happy and productive years with Osler in Baltimore.
In 1892 Osler brought out his famous 'Principles and Practice of Medicine', which was used by students all over the world and translated into many foreign tongues. On the basis of pathology, bacteriology and chemistry the symptomatology and diagnosis of disease were built up; and the textbook was adorned with personal references to the author's vast clinical experience, with attractive allusions to personalities, ancient and modern, in illustration of symptoms and treatment. A Guy's man of great promise, killed in the First World War, wrote of it:
'Some people are keen upon Taylor When studying medicine's wiles; While others will steal a Brief moment with Wheeler, Both excellent books in their styles. But give me the text-book of Osler, Or don't, for I've bought it by now, And set con amore This effusionthere are many more versesamused Osler.
Soon after the publication of the textbook, Osler was waiting at a railway station when an enthusiastic young doctor rushed up to him and said: 'I believe you are the great Dr Osler, though you look very young. I want to say how much I value your textbook.' Osler smiled and replied, 'Ah, that was written by my father. I'll tell the old man. He'll be tickled to death.'
For some time Osler had been in love with Mrs Gross, the widow of his friend, Dr S W Gross of Philadelphia, but she refused to give him an answer until the textbook was finished. On February 4, 1892, the date of publication, Osler, aged 42, walked into a house in Baltimore where Mrs Gross was staying and threw the volume into her lap with the words: 'There, take the darn thing! Now what are you going to do with the man?' They were married on May 8, and after a visit to Canada and England settled down in No. 1, West Franklin Street, Baltimore, where on December 28, 1895, their son, Edward Revere was born. .Grace Revere Osler was descended from Paul Revere, the hero ofthe famous ride and an accomplished silversmith and copper-plate engraver. Witty, wise and eminently practical, she was a devoted helpmeet to Osler, entertained his friends and students and made their homes at Baltimore and Oxford a Mecca of hospitality and goodwill. She had great personal beauty in youth and in old age retained her wonted charm. Under a dignified presence she had the kindest and most generous of hearts.
Osler was elected a Fellow of the Royal Society in 1898. In 1904 he attended the meeting of the British Medical Association at Oxford and received an honorary DSC from the University. This was when I first saw him. Clifford Allbutt, Jonathan Hutchinson, Marconi, Macewen of Glasgow and others were with him, but he received a special ovation. It was then that his former teacher, Sir John Burdon Sanderson, Regius Professor of Medicine, pressed Osler to accept nomination as his successor. Osler at 56 was feeling the strain of his over-busy life at Baltimore, and when he cabled the news to his wife she at once replied, 'Don't procrastinate; accept at once'.
The Oxford Period
When Osler became Regius Professor, Oxford was a calm and placid seat oflearning. There were no industrial works, nor many motor-cars and motor-bicycles, and in an atmosphere of serenity the Oxford medical students, few in numbernot much more than 12 annuallypursued their preclinical studies at the Museum and read for the Honours School of Physiology. There was a new department of pathology and a few elementary clinical lectures and ward rounds were given by Oxford physicians and surgeons to senior students at the Radcliffe Infirmary. I met Osler first at the house of Professor and Mrs Francis Gotch in June 1905. Already I had learned that his inspiriting influence had done much to encourage the teachers in the Oxford Medical School. In November of that year, at the invitation of Professor James Ritchie, I went to Oxford to do some special work in the Department of Pathology.
As a medical student at University College Hospital I shared rooms in London with Osler's nephew (really cousin), Dr W W Francis, who was doing post-graduate work at Great Ormond Street, and he introduced me to the 'Open Arms', as Osler's house in Norham Gardens was universally called. Every Sunday afternoon the Regius and Mrs Osler were 'at home'; and the spacious drawing-room was packed with University dons, graduates and undergraduates, Rhodes scholars, visitors from Canada and the United States, physicians and surgeons from London. Mrs Osler, kind and stately, presided over the tea-table, while her husband went the round of the guests, greeting each one with remarks which showed his friendliness and his wonderful memory for faces and circumstances. 'Ah, Smith', he would say, 'how's the old man? Give him my love when you go home. You came out well in that anatomy test', and he would pass on leaving a blushing and pleased student behind him. Next he would meet a young married doctor and his wife. 'How are the two children?' he asked. 'Only one, Dr Osler, the little girl you saw when you came over to us.' 'Good gracious me! I thought there certainly would have been another by this time.' He was never at a loss for a retort. By their generous hospitality the Oslers maintained their old associations with Canada and the United States, and helped to forge the transatlantic links of friendship with this country which are so powerful in world affairs to-day.
If Osler had ever contemplated leading a life of scholarly ease at Oxford, the intention was at once defeated by his energetic disposition and the many claims which Great Britain made upon his time and good nature. The pressure was not so great as at Baltimore. He was able to examine and increase the treasures of the Bodleian, to begin the cataloguing of his library, to revise his textbook and to make important contributions to literature, such as his address to the Classical Association at Oxford in 1919 on 'The Old Humanities and the New Science'. Whenever I stayed with him, I spent pleasant hours in his library, which contained many incunabula and first editions of scientific and medical works. These he delighted to show and explain to his friends. From the outset Osler was immersed in official and professional work. In 1905 I attended his weekly ward demonstrations to students and practitioners at the Radcliffe Infirmary, where he taught us to observe the signs and symptoms of disease. He promoted and extended the work of the Oxford Medical School, and cheered the candidates through their ordeals by his sympathy and kindliness. British examinations are too often rigid and formal. Sir William lightened them by the 'human touch'.
Osler's rapid conquest of Oxford was remarkable, for Oxford in the early days of the century was conventional, and the traditions of the Victorian age survived there. The advent of a professor from America had caused much apprehension in University circles. Osler at once won all hearts. Elected a student of Christ Church, scholars at high table found him conversant with the classics, history and literature; invitations poured in upon him to address medical and scientific societies; to become president of this or that association; to head charitable appeals; and he was called in consultation to all parts of the Kingdom. In the evening of his life he gave his splendid powers to the promotion of British medicine. He was active in founding the Association of Physicians of Great Britain and Ireland, the Quarterly Journal of Medicine, served on Royal Commissions and engaged in many other activities. His outstanding services were recognized by a baronetcy in the Coronation Honours of King George V in June 191 1. Subsequently, he was sounded as to whether he would accept a peerage, but he declined with the words 'No Upper House for me'.
The War of 1914-18 added to Sir William's labours. He donned the uniform of an Honorary Colonel, served on Committees at the War Office and acted as consulting physician to British, Canadian, and American Hospitals in England. In 1917 Revere, his beloved son, was killed on active service in France. It was a blow from which his parents never recovered, but they carried on with their work, showing a brave face to the world. Thus they fulfilled the ideal expressed in Osler's prophetic words at the farewell dinner on May 2, 1905, in New York: 'To be ready when the day of sorrow and grief came to meet it with the courage befitting a man'. Only those close to Osler knew the depth of his sorrow.
Sir William's 70th birthday called forth congratulations and good wishes voiced by his many friends and old students on both sides of the Atlantic. He was presented with two volumes of medical and biological contributions by 150 friends; and his brother Regius, Clifford Allbutt, expressed the affectionate regard of the subscribers.
Then in October 1919 the news came that he was seriously ill with influenza, and broncho-- Sir William also exercised a great influence both in America and this country by his extra-professional writings, especially 'Aequanimitas' (1904) and 'An Alabama Student' (1908) . He wrote in a concise epigrammatic style and, as Sir Humphry Rolleston said: 'His pen was the equal of his heart'.
Osler maintained that medicine and its history are one, and wrote that 'by the historical method alone can many problems in medicine be approached profitably'. In Philadelphia and Baltimore in teaching clinical medicine he emphasized the value of medical history to his students, lessons which they never forgot. Usually there was reference to the literature of the subject, or, possibly, the discussion of recent or classic examples of the disease, but more often advice to the student to read up the disease in the library and bring to a subsequent meeting its history, including the medical men associated with its description and a resume of its literature, accompanied by the important books. For example, Dr H A Christian tells us of a case of chlorosis at Johns Hopkins on which as a student he was questioned by Dr Osler, who asked him how he would treat the condition. 'With Blaud's pills daily in increasing number', he answered. This promptly brought from Osler the questions: 'What are Blaud's pills? Who was Blaud?' He could give only general and unsatisfactory answers, so Osler said: 'Look the subject up and report to us at a later meeting.' This involved the student in a foundation of many medical historical societies and clubs. He gave up much of his time to delivering historical papers at these institutions as an honoure$ guest. For example, late in 1904 when he was preparing to go to Oxford, he found time at a meeting of the Charaka Club, New York, to read a paper on Fracastorius to an audience of doctors and bibliophiles.
THE FOUNDING OF THE HISTORY OF MEDICINE SECTION
Together with Osler's many activities in England, the study of medical history continued to be one of his chief interests. Soon after his arrival at Oxford he had been active in the establishment of the Royal Society of Medicine by which seventeen London medical societies were effectively coordinated; and, when it came into being on June 14, 1907, he seconded the nomination of Sir William Church as the first President, proposed by Sir Thomas Smith. Subsequently, he refused the Presidency twice, but remained a member of the Council for the first three years, and was on the Library Committee from that time until his death. In 1910 he inspired Dr J A Nixon of Bristol to start a medico-historical club there and promised to address the members.
From time to time, as Sir D'Arcy Power told me, a Section of the History of Medicine in the Royal Society of Medicine had been proposed, but the project had failed from lack of support. Now Osler took the matter in hand; and brought the plan to fruition with the help of D'Arcy Power and Raymond Crawfurd, both distinguished medical historians. In July 1912 he wrote to Crawfurd: 'We can "pull it through" all right, and the scheme will stir men in all the sections.' Later in the month he informed Sir John MacAlister, the Secretary of the Society: 'I have sent out 168 private letters chiefly to Fellows of the Society, and have enclosed with them a postcard addressed to you so that we should get back enough acceptances to give some idea of the number likely to join the new Section.' How he gave up valuable time and took trouble to serve any good cause which he had at heart! Raymond Crawfurd said of Osler's foundation of the Section: 'He was its father, and I doubt if it would ever have come into existence but for his quickening influence; he acted like a magnet in gathering together acompany of original members . . . His faculty of extracting, contributions on every conceivable aspect of medicine from the most unproductive sources was invaluable to the Section; and that Osler was in the chair was a sure draw.' library study which eventually took him to Washington for a day in the Surgeon-General's Library before he was ready to report. This was Osler's method of encouraging students to use a library and to learn a little medical history and of impressing knowledge of disease upon them.
He promoted the study of the history of medicine at Johns Hopkins and, in 1889, together with John S Billings and W H Welch founded the Historical Club, Monday evening in each week being set aside for it. Unless prevented by illness or away from home, Osler for the fifteen years to follow was unfailing in his attendance at the meetings of the Club, which he regarded as educational agencies of great importance to the hospital and school. He rarely failed to contribute something, though his communications were not always published. Harvey Cushing in the 'Life' says the Historical Club would probably have collapsed had it not been for Osler's untiring support.
Here is a list of his chief papers to the Club, together with a note of some historical papers contributed elsewhere. of the effort to make the medical student get the habit of going to original sources; of the Saturday evenings at his house with the students, when over a little 'beer and baccy', he gave them a short talk on one of the 'masters of medicine'. 1903: In December he read a paper on 'Dr John Burton of York', a distinguished physician and an authority on antiquities of Yorkshire, the original of Dr Slop in 'Tristram Shandy'. 1904: Osler's crusade for the study of medical history extended all over North America and inspired the At the inaugural meeting (November 20, 1912) Osler accepted the Presidency of the Section; Raymond Crawfurd and D'Arcy Power were chosen Honorary Secretaries; and among the list of Vice-Presidents and Members of the Council are the names of Clifford Allbutt, Ronald Ross, Humphry Rolleston, E M Little, J A Nixon and F M Sandwith. Charles Singer was not an original member but soon after joined, acted as Honorary Secretary and subsequently became President.
Sir William Osler, in his introductory remarks, said with his usual modesty that he had at least two qualifications for the position of president -a keen interest in the subject, and a certain academic leisure, which would enable him to attend to the duties of the position. He called himself an amateur student, who dabbled in history as a pastime. There were many amateurs like himself; and also a select group of real scholars like Adams of Banchory, Greenhill and Payne. He outlined the aims of the Section which I stated at the beginning of this address. He asked the Members to take a special interest in the Society's Library, and wherever possible to fill up the lacunm in choice editions of the works of great masters of the profession. Finally, he asked Members to help to make the forthcoming Section on the History of Medicine at the International Medical Congress a great success.
Osler followed this brief address by a paper on 'A Down Survey Manuscript of William Petty', sometime Professor of Anatomy at Oxford, Vice-President of Brasenose College and the founder of political economy. It is the legal record on which half the land of Ireland was held in the time of the Commonwealth, and was called 'Down Survey', because it was surveyed down on a map. This first meeting of the Section seems to have been a lengthy one, for Crawfurd discoursed on typhus; D'Arcy Power gave 'Notes on Early Portraits of John Banister, of William Harvey, and the Barber-Surgeons' Visceral Lecture in 1581' (Osler joined in the discussion on this paper); Dr Michael Foster exhibited two eighteenth century Italian medical diplomas; and D'Arcy Power showed a facsimile of Harvey's diploma of 1602. Except for the November meeting when Sir Henry Morris, a Vice-President, was in the chair, and the December meeting when Sir Francis Champneys, President of the Society, presided, Osler took the chair at all the meetings of the Section in 1913. On January 28, 1914, he was in the chair when Sir Ernest Clarke read his paper on 'The medical education and qualifications of Oliver Goldsmith' (Proceedings, 1914, 7, Sect. Hist. Med. 88). In Section (Proceedings, 1914, 8, Sect. Hist. Med. 7) which, while not disputing altogether the authenticity of the statement in Jackson's Oxford Journal, concluded that Goldsmith never qualified in medicine at Dublin, Louvain or Padua; and suggested that the ad eundem MB degree was awarded by Oxford University on Goldsmith's unsupported allegation, a somewhat unlikely hypothesis. In view of Percy's statement and the documentary evidence discovered by Osler, Dr Norman Moore, who was in the chair, said that he considered that the evidence that the poet held a medical degree was fairly conclusive and upheld Goldsmith's veracity.
He spoke as follows:
'He felt that the right view to take was that, although we have failed to discover where and when he took his degree, it is impossible to believe him guilty of fraud in the matter. Eighteenth century university records were sometimes loosely kept. In Trinity College, Dublin, they were generally accurate, but it would be too much to assume that no omissions existed. Those who knew him felt the magic of his spell, but find it difficult to convey it in words for the information of posterity. Possibly the task is an impossible one, although ample evidence can be supplied of its effects in the appreciative accounts of Osler's influence on friends and students at Montreal, Philadelphia, Baltimore and Oxford. Like Cxsar 'he came, saw and conquered', and everywhere it was a personal triumph. He had the art of being in any environment without losing his natural dignity.
Have I succeeded in depicting William Osler to you as I knew him? It is so difficult to put an abiding memory of him into words. The slim figure of medium height, the keen, lustrous brown eyes which could flash with wit and humour, but often seemed expressive of some secret sorrow as of one who had seen much suffering in men and women. For the sadness of illness impressed him greatly. There is the story of how an elderly doctor had called Osler into consultation on a case of tuberculous meningitis in a beautiful child; in those days the prognosis was a hopeless one. As Osler went downstairs he whistled to himself and the doctor had the temerity to reprove him. Osler turned an agonized face to him and replied in the words of Uncle Toby in Tristram Shandy, 'I whistle that I may not weep'. There was the olivegreen complexion which revealed his Ibero-Celtic ancestry, the drooping grey moustache, the quick energetic step, the well-shaped sensitive hands, the friendly greeting and the encouraging word. There was the fortitude with which he struggled on when his only son gave his life for his country. All these were part of William Osler.
In his lifetime he had countless friends and not one enemy. He was specially kind to his students, helping and encouraging them as they set their steps on the arduous path of medicine. He was a great teacher and a great clinician. He made every use of his opportunities, not to his own self-glory but for the good of his fellow-mortals and the advancement of medicine. He researched on the blood platelets. He described or elaborated clinical syndromes, such as Vaquez-Osler disease, Banti's syndrome, multiple hereditary telangiectasis, and Osler's nodes in chronic infectious endocarditis. If professorial and professional duties and a thousand calls on his time prevented his making any epoch-making discovery, he possessed in the highest degree the wonderful gift of inseminating knowledge and an aptitude for research in others. As to-day we celebrate the Jubilee of the History of Medicine Section which he founded, all here will wish to pay a tribute to the memory of William Osler whose life and work remain as an inspiration to succeeding generations.
Dr Maurice Davidson, in proposing a vote of thanks to Sir Arthur MacNalty, said that he and Sir Arthur were old friends and contemporaries at Oxford in the days when Oxford was a university in the finest sense of the word; when the object of a university (to quote one of their colleagues) was 'to hand down to successive generations the traditions of a civilized culture which was more than the sum of the curricula of its various faculties'. They had been brought up there, as one of the old college prayers said, 'in godliness and learning'. He was not altogether sure about the type of learning given at Oxford University now; he was very doubtful if they were brought up in godliness.
It had been a very great pleasure to listen to Sir Arthur MacNalty's human and interesting exposition of that truly remarkable man, Sir William Osler. Dr Davidson had had the privilege and pleasure of meeting Sir William on only one occasion. When he came up to take part of the final examination he called to pay his respects to Sir William Osler, who had become Regius Professor at Oxford after Dr Davidson had gone down. Sir William received him with all that courtesy and kindness which, as Sir Arthur had said, was so characteristic of him.
The vote of thanks was carried with acclamation.
